
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: Ephesians: Grace is for Everybody 
Sermon Title: “Grace as Gift” 
Sermon Text: Ephesians 2 
Listeners journey: I want my listener to understand grace as gift and a way of life that our creator infused 
into the human experience and confirmed in Christ.  
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
I’m not going to bring criticism of Paul for making grace more complicated than it need be, and yet I am 
compelled to point out that Paul’s choice to frame grace in terms of one specific idea of atonement raises 
a point of concern here about the nature of God’s grace. Before I explain what I mean when I say “idea of 
atonement” it needs to be pointed out that Paul is one of many theological thinkers in the entirety of the 
Bible. He is prominent because of all that he did and wrote about as the Christian Church was being born 
in the first century and because Christ followers give priority to the teachings of the first eye witnesses of 
Christ above those who came before Christ.  

 
For those who are curious as to why Paul is a controversial figure at times, one only has to look as far as 
Christians elevating him above other New Testament theological thinkers, and above Christ. Christian 
theology is consistently a diverse conversation and debate because the Bible is ultimately a library of 
letters and books and many different streams of theological thought with Paul as one voice among many. 
Healthy and life giving deliberation and debate about what our holy texts mean rests in the illumination of 
our highest level agreements and pushes back against any particular demand for absolute certainty on 
the hundreds of other topics for which there may never be definitive understanding. 
 
** 
Back to Paul’s specific idea of atonement. In today’s Scripture reading Paul presents us with an 
atonement theory that has two main points (I will explain what ‘atonement’ is in just a moment): First, that 
God created humans to deserve wrath.1 And, second, that God came in the form of God the Christ to 
save humans from the wrath that God created in the first place. If this seems fatalistic and even a bit 
sadistic to you, you are not alone! And, thank goodness Paul’s theory of what some theologians call 
“Penal Substitutionary Atonement” is only one theory among many in the New Testament. Sit with me for 
a few minutes in this, because how we understand and use the idea of grace hangs in the balance.  
  
In regards to the human capacity for wrong doing, we face a two-pronged question: “how do we 
transform our shadow side and how can humans with the capacity to sin ever be accepted by a holy 
God?” Atonement through Jesus is the Christian theological answer to that question. And yet, as I said, 
there are many different theories of atonement that seek to interpret the means with which the life, death, 
and resurrection of Christ atoned for (or made reparations for) the sins of humanity. And, the crux of the 
matter resides in the questions: “why did God in Christ have to atone for our sins and make peace with 
us in the first place?” And, even more pressing, “did the death and resurrection of Jesus somehow 
change God’s mind about us?”  
 
Every one of the New Testament atonement theories can be backed up with supporting Scripture texts 
and has support from one or another Christian religious tradition over the last two thousand years. One 
atonement theory in the Protestant tradition, and alluded to here in Ephesians 2, is a “power over” theory. 
It states that humanity is held in bondage to sin, death, and the devil, with Jesus, in his atonement, 
liberating us by defeating all the powers that enslave us. The weakness in this approach is that sin is 
perceived more as a broad power over us, rather than the inner work that we must do to wrestle with and 
transform our shadow or separate self.  

  

																																																								
1 Ephesians 2:3.  



A second atonement view is rooted in juridical or legal language. Medieval theologian Anselm of 
Canterbury understood sin to be an affront to God so serious that the sinful human race must offer 
reparations to God. Reformed Theologians like John Calvin pushed this emphasis to an even greater 
extreme…to the point that God is more than offended, God is angry and stands wrathfully against our sin 
and demands that the sinner is punished. Thus, Christ’s work of atonement on the cross was to appease 
the wrath of God that stands against people and their sin. While we cannot completely link Calvin and 
Anselm’s atonement theories to Paul, this juridical theory originates with Paul in writing like what we find 
in Ephesians chapter 2 and several other letters. The weakness of Paul’s argument (and Anselm after 
him, and Calvin after him…) is that the starting point of our relationship with God is adversarial and so 
very different than how Jesus framed humanities’ starting point with God. 
 
The view of atonement of the Covenant denomination for which we belong is best summed up by the 
writings of theologian Paul Petter Waldenström who echoed writings of others in Christian history 
including a pre-Protestant theologian-philosopher from the High Middle Ages named Duns Scotus.2 
Waldenström’s five points of atonement theory states that Jesus didn’t change God’s mind about us; 
rather, Jesus changed our minds about God. God did not need Jesus to die on the cross to decide to 
love humanity. God’s love was infinite from the first moment of creation; the cross was Love’s dramatic 
portrayal in space and time. 
 
The work of Christ was to end our cycles of violence and need for such things as blood sacrifice, and to 
confirm what God had intended all along: The Creator of all, loves us…and gives us grace (unmerited 
favor) in spite of our capacity for sin and for the simple reason that we are loved. Completely. And, it is 
our privilege to awaken to this grace through the Spirit of Christ “in” us, one of the mysteries of our faith, 
and a theology that started with Jesus and one that Paul gifted the Christian movement through his 
personal testimony and reflections in most of his letters. It’s that straight forward and why (as Paul 
articulated in Ephesians 2:5-7) simply having faith, or believing in God’s grace, opens the door for us to 
experience grace as gift and grace as love.  

 
Waldenström wrote:“ Atonement has its origin in God’s love. All of God witnesses to this love but only in 
Jesus is its essential nature fully disclosed. There it is seen to be unconditional: ‘it does not love for any 
other reason that it is love’. Like an artesian well it constantly flows out, completely unearned and 
undeserved. It is not primarily a matter of emotion but is a movement of God’s being toward those in 
need. Love moves God to stand at the side of sinners and to identify with them at whatever cost.3 
 
As you might imagine, Waldenström’s theology pushed against the headwinds of Protestant Reformed 
Theology in the late 19th and early 20th century, and was considered controversial in some circles. Much 
less so today. I have a great appreciation for his atonement theory because it promotes a theology of 
grace that is grounded in the inexhaustible love of God and not some legalistic or illusory meritocracy.  
 

 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What is your working understanding and definition of grace? How do you experience grace? (from 
God, to others, etc) (Personal sharing) 
 

2. In reading the entire chapter of Ephesians 2, what are words and themes that stick out to you as 
important, and why? (Exploring the text) 

 
3. What are ways that you can give grace without needing to use words?  (Direct application) 

																																																								
2 https://cac.org/love-not-atonement-2017-05-04  (Accessed 11-18-17) 
3 Covenant Affirmations: This we Believe, by Donald Frisk. Page 101. 


